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Abstract: 
This interdisciplinary article presents research about the place of disability in the British sitcom Peep Show, whose 54 episodes span more than a decade in their transmission (2003-2015). The methodology of Critical Discourse Analysis is employed to probe the relationship between casual word choice and broader themes such as normalcy, humour, and social attitudes. This analysis is informed by classic and new work in cultural disability studies, as well as by work in literary studies and television studies. The conclusion is that, despite its apparent irrelevance to disability studies, Peep Show reveals much about conversational invocations of disability.

Points of Interest: 
	Conversational uses of disablist language are considered in detail.
	The impact historical events have on casual disablism is identified.
	The use of fleeting representations of disability is critiqued.
	The critical term flash representation is introduced and illustrated.
	The way in which satire comments on contemporary social attitudes towards disability is demonstrated.
	A humorous and sustained engagement with the pointlessness of aspiring to be normal is revealed. 

Introduction: Reading sitcom 

It was one of the greatest thinkers of our time who said we should stop watching sitcom and start reading books  (Derrida, 2002), advice that, for me at least, evoked childhood memories of a television programme from the 1970s that encouraged its viewers to switch off and do something less boring instead. Although largely sympathetic to these highbrow and lowbrow words of wisdom, my humble addendum is that we might persevere with television in order to approach sitcom not as watchers but as readers. I say this because it has been asserted that a fear of being ‘looked down on’ by ‘vicars, bosses, people in the military and others in power’ is central to the genre, and ‘these programmes thus lay bare the social structures which govern everyday life’ (Mills, 2008: 60). This being so, a close reading of sitcom can reveal much about contemporary social attitudes as they are faced on a day-to-day basis. 

Written by Jesse Armstrong and Sam Bain, among others, Peep Show is a twenty-first-century British sitcom set in Croydon, South London. First aired on Channel 4 in 2003 and running for 54 episodes in total, it had its ninth and reportedly final series broadcast at the end of 2015. Described in The Guardian as ‘the richest, most human, enduring, and hilariously quotable sitcom of the decade’ (Pollock, 2007), it has won several awards (including BAFTAs and British Comedy awards), has achieved ‘cult success’ (Anthony, 2015), and has proved something of a springboard for its writers and actors alike.

The programme centres on the lives of two young men, Mark Corrigan and Jeremy Usbourne (played by David Mitchell and Robert Webb respectively). Mark is employed, self-conscious, and has various intellectual aspirations, especially on the subject of history (which proves particularly relevant in this article), while his friend and lodger, Jeremy, is generally unemployed, naively confident, and dreams of being a successful musician. They often find themselves falling for the same women, of whom the most significant are Mark’s first love interest Sophie Chapman (Olivia Colman), Jeremy’s ex-partner Big Suze (Sophie Winkleman), and the quirky IT technician Dobby (Isy Suttie). They also have long-term if rather complicated friendships with Alan Johnson (Paterson Joseph) and Super Hans (Matt King), for in many ways the one is to Mark what the other is to Jeremy, a mentor, a male role model or, given the programme’s multiple Freudian connotations, a malevolent father figure.     

From the outset Mark and Jeremy are clearly marked out as the protagonists, distinct from the numerous other characters insofar as they are both ascribed internal monologues – that is, not only their spoken words but also their thoughts are made explicit to the audience. A defining aspect of Peep Show, this duality renders Mark and Jeremy more open to engagement, be it in the form of identification, criticism, or both. Most obviously, we are made aware of contrasts between what is said and what is thought, the contradictions that add complexity and thus what has classically been termed roundness to the two characters (Forster, 2005). Importantly, this approach to characterisation highlights the fact that there can be a discrepancy between internal identity and its linguistic enactment (McCarthy, 2014), for we are ‘meant to accept that what Mark and Jeremy think is more representative of their essential selves than what they say’ (Mills, 2008: 58).​[1]​ This being so, the central conceit is ‘predicated on the pleasure for the audience of eavesdropping on resolutely private thoughts’ (Mills, 2008: 52), as reflected in the programme’s title.

The contradictory characterisation is indicative of a Freudian slant that becomes manifest on many levels. In the title alone there are allusions to scopophilia, voyeurism, and pornography, which are bolstered by point-of-view camerawork that mimics peep shows of the past as the visual focus is placed on the perspective of a single character. As the story unfolds, neurotic, psychotic, sexual, masturbatory, therapeutic, and Oedipal allusions proliferate. These Freudian facets in themselves might be said to flag up a potentially fruitful subject for textual analysis. In any case, the duality of the dialogue provides character complexity that arguably is more often expected in a literary text than in sitcom – hence the Derridean dissuasion with which this article opens. It is for these reasons that I approach the programme on the basis of textual work in cultural disability studies.


If you say those things you are a disablist: The words of power and the power of words 

Under the methodological rubric of textual analysis we find Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), which is particularly pertinent to disability research. This methodology serves to understand the ‘complicated ways’ in which people ‘experience, produce, and navigate disability’ (Cowley, 2012: 86). What is more, a focus on the power of language (and indeed the language of power), a commitment to the critique of sociopolitical contexts, and a flexibility to move from micro-cases to institutional discourse make the methodology particularly useful in interdisciplinary research (Price, 2009). After all, the salient point about interdisciplinary research, as demonstrated in a number of recent works that employ CDA (Price, 2009; Cowley, 2012; Houston, 2015; Mapley, 2015), is that the disciplines in question are integrated with each other (Davis, 2007; Cheyne, 2009; Price, 2009). In this article, then, I utilise CDA in order to contribute to the interdisciplinary field of cultural disability studies.  

I realise that the lack of previous research that relates to disability might raise questions about the relevance of Peep Show to cultural disability studies. Certainly, the programme has been described as ‘representative of television’s increasing examination of the ways in which “normal” people live their lives’ (Mills, 2008: 56); moreover, neither of the central protagonists is disabled, so perhaps one might be forgiven for not immediately thinking of this text when reflecting on representations of disability. This kind of cursory response has a well documented history in the identity politics of literary studies, for racial, sexual, and ethnic critiques frequently have been based on the pervasive absence of experiences in canonical literature (Mitchell, 2002: 19). However, work in the United Kingdom and the United States has recognised that the reader who actively seeks out disability often finds a surprising abundance of representations, even in works with which he or she feels familiar (Mitchell, 2002: 19). In fact, the disabled body and/or mind reveals itself as a ‘potent symbolic site of literary investment’ (Mitchell and Snyder, 2000: 49), for if not persistent most works contain at least some reference to abnormality, impairment, and so on (Davis, 1995; Murray, 2012). Along similar lines, this article provides a close reading of Peep Show that finds the representation of disability not absent but recurrent. Far from being irrelevant to cultural disability studies, then, the programme is shown to contain an abundance of fleeting and flash representations of disability that define and thus disrupt the antithetical concept of normality. 

The value of researching normative language clearly should not be underestimated. To engage critically with the language that pretends normality, wherever we might find it, is to open the discourse to the potential of what has been elsewhere termed complex embodiment – whereby the complex ways in which disabled people embody society are recognised as an epistemological strength (Siebers, 2014). If we ‘refuse to accept a normalizing conception of impairment rhetoric’, we ‘live differently with the terms and conditions of our bodies as living testimonies to the history they are made from and made to straddle’ (Titchkosky, 2015: 16). Close attention to colloquial language, for example, such as that found in sitcom, can tell us much about historical and social attitudes towards disability. Indeed, CDA is ‘fundamentally invested in the relationship between language and social context, and uses micro-analysis of discourse features (such as word choices, grammatical patterns, and images) to investigate larger dynamics of power’ (Price, 2009: 15). Here, then, paying particular attention to word choices, I read Peep Show to explore the broader representational dynamic of disability and normality. 

Before fully focusing on the representation of disability, an important counterpoint to bear in mind is that the ways in which language reveals prejudice are explored quite openly in relation to misogyny, and even more so in relation to racism. In the second series, Mark has a brief friendship with a bigoted character called Daryl (played by Steve Edge). Daryl’s bigotry is initially lost on Mark, whose social awareness becomes obscured in his endeavour to conquer social awkwardness. When Daryl refers to Sophie as a ‘bitch’, for example, although clearly uncomfortable, Mark repeats the animalising and thus dehumanising term (2004: 2). Although in another direction, this departure from political correctness is sustained when Mark later wonders if Daryl’s blatant racism is somehow ironic: ‘Maybe everyone does it now and its cool and Ali G and I’m just an old stick in the mud as usual’ (2004: 2). His cognitive dissonance (that is, internal conflict for which resolution is sought) is such that he is compelled to test the proposed use of racist language on Jeremy:  

‘Listen, I might pop down the, err, chinky, do you want anything?’
 ‘From? Err, no I’m alright thanks.’
‘What about from the paki shop? Do you want anything from in there?’
‘The paki shop?’ (2004: 2)

Here, framed in perplexity, Jeremy’s concerns about Mark’s casual racism are implicit. However, Mark’s worst fears about his new friend Daryl are confirmed as Jeremy engages with the conversation and voices his growing incredulity:

‘Mark, what the hell are you talking about?’
‘Yeah, that’s not on is it? What I said, it’s not alright is it?’
 ‘Well no?’
‘And obviously you don’t think there’s a Jewish global conspiracy controlling everything?’
‘What, you mean am I a racist?’
‘Yeah, if you think that and say those things you’re a racist aren’t you?’ (2004: 2)

Thus, after some deliberation, Mark draws on his knowledge of History, alludes to Nazi Germany, and indicates his opposition to the use of racist language, be it ironic or otherwise. Moreover, if a somewhat unlikely candidate for the role of reified superego (that is, conscience made concrete), even Jeremy is certain about the evils of racism and the ways in which it becomes manifest in discourse. He is a naive character but nonetheless has some social awareness on which Mark can draw, if only as a point of reference against which to check his own self-doubt.  

Yet Mark’s fundamental sensitivity about prejudicial language does not extend to the subject of disability. In early episodes he uses the disablist word ‘spaz’ (2003: 1) and calls someone a ’faking little peg leg’ (2003: 2). This insensitivity soon expands beyond the physical, for when discussing his school reunion with Sophie he asserts that he is not a ‘mentaloid’ (2007: 4); when they are out for a meal together he suspects that a nearby couple may have ‘mental health issues’ and decides he must ‘get her away from these freaks’ (2009: 3); and in the final series he thinks of their decision to move in together as ‘definitely mental’ (2015: 5). Moreover, on the subject of learning difficulties, Mark’s use of problematic language is recurrent. He likens Jeremy to ‘an idiot savant,​[2]​ but not so stupid’ (2003: 3), an assessment that is revised in a subsequent episode’s references to an ‘idiot’, a ‘moron’, and a ‘cretin’ (2010: 5). In the one episode Mark is praising Jeremy but in the other, believing their Christmas turkey has been forgotten, he is expressing anger. Either way the word choice serves to set Mark apart from Jeremy – and, by extension, from the disabled figure momentarily invoked. Notably, however, in the final episode (2015: 6), Mark uses the term idiot in relation to himself as well as to Jeremy, as though the aspiration to normality is over.  

This covert critique of normality provides both comment and comedy. After all, according to the now widely accepted incongruity theory, humour results from situations in which something or someone is ‘odd’, ‘abnormal’, or ‘out of place’ (Morreall, 2009: 65-68); the ‘bringing together of two things that are commonly kept separate’, ‘behaviour that is unexpected’, or a ‘use of language that surprises’ (Mills, 2013: 324). The use of disablist language is surprising because in most examples it is indirect and as such momentarily invokes a disabled figure that is indeed out of place. What is more, in twenty-first-century cultural disability studies, the term idiot has been increasingly recognised as problematic (Halliwell, 2004; Savarese, 2007; Gabbard, 2008; Murray, 2008). The most obvious problem with this and other such word choice is its historical application in the pseudo science of eugenics, whereby it served to mark out the so-called bad stock of humanity (Snyder and Mitchell, 2006). Albeit implicitly, this historical application is resonant when Mark ponders his relationship with Sophie. When pretending to take drugs in a nightclub, for instance, he is hugged by one of her friends and thinks, ‘Oh God the sweaty grip of a moron’ (2005: 5). Moreover, when Sophie and Mark are having a baby and she informs him that she would like to access private healthcare, he thinks, ‘I hope he’s clever. I will definitely resent paying 3 grand for an idiot’ (2009: 3). That is to say, Mark’s assessment of Sophie’s milieu informs his thoughts about the kind of child she might bear. As such, his word choice proves indicative of ideology that is akin to the misogyny and racism with which he is evidently so uncomfortable.

The point to which I return in the conclusion is that, unlike the racist examples, Mark’s use of disablist language elicits neither dissonance, reflection, nor discussion. What is more, there is something of a consensus, meaning that for advice on this matter it would not be worth turning to Jeremy, who may depart oh so slightly from ableism in his resolution that he ‘wouldn’t care’ if a partner ‘had a limp or a funny elbow’ (2010: 3), but whose understanding of history is minimal and confused.  For example, he asserts that horse racing is a disgusting freak show, whereby ‘loads of tiny 7 stone men’ are put on horseback and made to race each other (2009: 3). When Mark tries to explain that this is not the case, Jeremy retorts, ‘Oh right, they enjoy it do they, the tiny men?’ (2009: 3). The experience of people who had dwarfism in the freak shows of the past (Bogdan, 1988; Davis, 1995; Garland-Thomson, 1997) is confused with that of jockeys in the sport of horse riding today, the comedic result being that Jeremy’s attempt at political correctness fails miserably. Thus, as suggested in his use of offensive words like ‘spaz’ (2003: 1), ‘basket case’ (2008: 3), and ‘psycho’ (2012: 5), he is evidently much less informed about prejudice against disabled people than he is about racism. 

Most of the disablist word choice in Peep Show pertains to so-called mental health issues. This casual disablism is demonstrable in the numerous, various, and indeed incongruous applications of the word mental. Mark describes a cartoon he has drawn for Sophie as ‘bloody mental’ (2003: 2) and, when shopping for shoes, sarcastically warns himself against going ‘totally mental’ (2004: 4). Along somewhat different lines, Jeremy proposes that maybe he can ‘get into Peter Gabriel and go mental’ (2003: 3); that the 1990s ‘was mental’ (2004: 4); and that Mark has ‘gone mental’ (2007: 4). He also warns a burglar that on reoffending he and Mark ‘will go mental’ (2008: 1); blames Mark for trashing a camper van, saying ‘he went mental’ (2008: 5); and, when moving in with Super Hans, asserts, ‘We’re going to have a mental blast’ (2010: 6).​[3]​ Each of these examples, among many others, illustrates the incongruity theory of humour insofar as the adjective mental seems to be used unexpectedly. Summatively, however, the word choice proves to be rather less random: mental is consistently used to denote someone or something that is unusual or out of control. On the level of connotation, then, we are repeatedly furnished with stereotypical notions of people who have mental health problems. 

From all this it is clear that the representation of disability is recurrent in the very language of Peep Show. This quantitative assessment of representation, however, can be rather deceptive. Despite the perpetual circulation in print history, for example, a common experience of people who identify or are labelled as disabled is ‘social invisibility’ (Mitchell and Snyder, 2000: 52). Part of the problem is that while ‘stories rely on the potency of disability as a symbolic figure, they rarely take up disability as an experience of social or political dimensions’ or as a ‘source for derisive social myths that need to be interrogated’ (Mitchell, 2002: 16-17). Instead, as in Peep Show’s references to being ‘monged out’ (2008: 5) and ‘social retards’ (2010: 2), which is how Jeremy and Mark refer to inebriation and isolation respectively, disability is utilised as a vehicle for a ‘panoply of other social maladies that writers seek to address’, as a way to ‘identify the workings of dominant ideology’ in relation to nearly everything but its own social construction (Mitchell, 2002: 17). More about symbolism than content, then, the recurrent representation of disability in Peep Show often amounts to a diminished presence.


The weak make way for the strong: Flash and fleeting representations of disability 

The paradox is that the diminished representation of disability often serves an important purpose. Elsewhere designated narrative prosthesis (Mitchell and Snyder, 200), this discursive dependence often involves disability being stripped of meaning and employed in the mechanics of narrative. Disability pervades both as a ‘stock feature’ of characterisation and as an ‘opportunistic metaphoric device’ (Mitchell, 2002: 15). This being so, narrative prosthesis has been said to resonate with the framing of unusualness recognised by the incongruity theory of comedy (Coogan and Mallett, 2013). In schematic terms, the concept of narrative prosthesis recognises that cravings for the exotic are stirred by narratives that follow an alien terrain and promise a glimpse at the Other: ‘first, a deviance or marked difference is exposed to a reader; second, a narrative consolidates the need for its own existence by calling for an explanation of the deviation's origins and formative consequences; third, the deviance is brought from the periphery of concerns to the center stage of the story to come; and fourth, the remainder of the story seeks to rehabilitate or fix the deviance in some manner, shape, or form’ (Mitchell, 2002: 20-23). This schematic shows how the narrative presence of disability tends to be something of a prelude to its absence. 

The fourfold schematic is exemplified in Peep Show by the fleeting character of Merry (played by Meredith MacNeill), a Canadian friend of Mark and Jeremy whom they have known since their university days. Merry’s deviant behaviour is exposed, for example, when she gives her pub to Jeremy and Super Hans, as well as when she makes unexpected advances towards Mark. Next, an explanation of the deviation's origins and consequences is sought when Mark queries the behaviour with Jeremy and says ‘something is wrong’ with Merry, she is ‘not right in the head’, she ‘has gone a bit funny’ (2005: 2). Then, Jeremy is convinced by Mark’s concerns and the deviance becomes central to the episode that is, after all, entitled ‘Sectioning’. Mark phones NHS Direct and enquires about getting a friend sectioned: ‘How easy would that be to do, a sectioning? I mean would I have to be involved at all? Or could I just give you the house number and assure you that she is completely mental?’ (2005: 2). Finally, the remainder of the episode seeks to rehabilitate or fix the deviance insofar as Merry is diagnosed as being in an ‘acute stage of a manic depression’ and is subjected to the eponymous sectioning (2005: 2). Merry enters and exits in the same episode; she does not appear again throughout the narrative.  

What the fourfold schematic helps to illustrate is the dispensable nature of many disability representations. No sooner is disability sketched than it is erased. This fleeting nature is illustrated on a micro scale in the thoughts and utterances of Mark and Jeremy – an approach for which I coin the term flash representation. As with many issues explored in the programme, this flash representation of disability proliferates when the focus is on Sophie. For example, with reference to Mark and Sophie’s pending wedding, Jeremy says, ‘What about your doubts, Mark, your crippling doubts?’ (2007: 1). Not only are these doubts rendered as crippling but Jeremy also fears that they will ‘erupt as a massive stroke’ (2007: 1), meaning that a disabled figure is momentarily raised on two counts. In a similar vein, on the topic of dancing with Sophie, Mark likens himself to a ‘coma victim being stood up and zapped with a cattle prod’ (2004: 1); in response to a request to work away in Aberdeen with her, he thinks he would be willing to cut off all his limbs and crawl there on his tongue (2004: 3); when she is ringing the doorbell incessantly, he pretends the noise is a ‘crazy’ neighbour (2009: 2); and when he is trying to remember her mobile number, autism is invoked by Jeremy’s intertextual reference to a popular filmic representation: ‘You can do it, Rain man’ (2010: 4).​[4]​ The range of impairments is wide but in each case there is no disabled character, no embodied identity with which to engage. 

The flash representation of disability constitutes and creates what is sometimes termed a specter of disability (Snyder and Mitchell, 2007). Such representation is obviously unlikely to develop into a means of framing disability in terms of appreciation, let alone the affirmation asserted in much twenty-first-century work (Swain and French, 2000; Kuppers, 2009; Bolt, 2015; Mitchell and Snyder, 2015). This variant of narrative prosthesis becomes demonstrable early in the development of Mark’s characterisation. When reflecting on his performance in an important interview, Mark thinks, ‘maybe should’ve mentioned the blind kids, although would’ve sounded as though I just did it for my CV. I definitely did not do that just for my CV’ (2003: 5). In the Freudian vein of Peep Show, this denial indicates that Mark has indeed worked with visually impaired children in order to bolster his CV. Accordingly, when he finds out that his interview was unsuccessful, Mark thinks, ‘Shit! I should’ve milked those blindies dry’ (2003: 5). What is more, when subsequently pleading for the job, he says, ‘but I’ve worked with blind kids’ (2003: 5).​[5]​ In these and other such examples we are presented with a ghostly presence that serves only to consolidate the normate – that is, the ‘veiled subject position of cultural self’ (Garland-Thomson, 1997: 8). In other words, the flash representation of disability helps to construct and critique the very normality to which Mark aspires.

Implicit in a pivotal observation made by Dobby, that Mark is ‘trying to get away with pretending’ he is a ‘normal human being’ (2008: 2), not to mention his wish to eat chocolate from his pillow ‘like a normal human being’ (2015: 2), is the fact that he regards himself as abnormal (a problematic concept often deemed synonymous with disability). It might, therefore, seem rather perplexing that he presents himself as a disabled person from time to time. Such a masquerade, however, has been said to provide an ‘alternative method of managing social stigma through disguise, one relying not on the imitation of a dominant social role but on the assumption of an identity marked as stigmatized, marginal, or inferior’ (Siebers, 2004: 5). The masquerade ‘claims disability as a way to manage the stigma of social difference’ (Siebers, 2004: 8). Accordingly, following the example set by Jeremy, who fakes a facial spasm when attending a job interview in the first series (2003: 2), Mark pretends to identify as impaired on a number of occasions during his relationship with Sophie. Most obviously, when unwillingly paired up with Karen (played by Sarah Hadland), through exaggerated winks and blinks he assures himself that ‘The twitching freak works every time’ (2004: 6). In addition, when negotiating his feelings about Sophie, he is discovered deliberately cutting himself and says, ‘Self harm might be very appealing, she will want to take care of me’ (2004: 5), a masquerade of mental health issues that resonates when he subsequently hides from their wedding guests and considers telling them he is looking for God in order to appear ‘a tiny bit mad’ (2007: 6). That is to say, Mark reaches for a mask of disability to elicit both repulsion and pity: to deter Karen, to attract Sophie, and to excuse his own cowardice.

  Because Mark does not identify and is not labelled as disabled, it is perhaps more fitting to think of his masquerades in terms of disability drag. Disability drag is a ‘variety of the masquerade’ that provides an ‘exaggerated exhibition’ of people who are disabled but questions ‘both the existence and permanence of disability’; it ‘acts as a lure for the fantasies and fears’ of people who are not disabled and ‘reassures them that the threat of disability is not real, that everything was only pretend’ (Siebers, 2004: 18). The most dramatic example is provided when Mark fails in his assignment to lead a team of JLB Credit colleagues on Project Zeus. On realising the complete inadequacy of his presentation he tries to salvage something by invoking and indeed faking cancer: 

Unless you think it’s nice to murmur at someone who is dying. Yep, that’s right, I’ve got brain cancer. Half of my brain’s been eaten away already probably. But I think I did a pretty decent job for a man with a brain tumour the size of a pineapple who’s going to be dead within a month. (2007: 3)

Mark’s thinking is evidently that if one’s discourse is deficient then the invocation of disability might be enough to compensate. With reference to what he calls his ‘poor diseased brain’ (2007: 3), he decides to fake cancer in a vein hope that he might save his presentation. His pretence is almost immediately apparent, so the representation of disability is again very fleeting.


The Sickly Prince: More than an episode 

Mark’s character is such that we witness him recurrently raising the spectre of disability in an ultimately vein effort to become the ‘figure outlined by the array of deviant others whose marked bodies shore up the normate's boundaries’ (Garland-Thomson, 1997: 8), and this endeavour is sustained in his encounters with a more substantial disability presence introduced in the fourth series: the character of Gerrard (played by Jim Howick). In their initial meeting, when Gerrard talks about the tube that monitors his stomach levels, Mark instantly assumes he knows best and thinks, ‘That’s not business like, it’s not even a proper disability’ (2007: 2). Mark thereby epitomises the ‘constructed identity of those who, by way of the bodily configurations and cultural capital they assume, can step into a position of authority and wield the power it grants them’ (Garland-Thomson, 1997: 8). On realising that the rest of his colleagues no longer want to work on Project Zeus he thinks, ‘I suppose I can always roll Gerrard out for the sympathy vote. He’s my dark secret, my elephant man’ (2007: 2). This allusion to the famous nineteenth-century disabled man Joseph Merrick is notable because, on account of social attitudes to his tumorous appearance, he found himself in a so-called freak show, an aspect of history that finds recurrent representation in Peep Show. The contingency plan is scuppered, for example, when Gerrard leaves the team and Mark laments, ‘I’ve lost my elephant man, my beautiful elephant man’ (2007: 2). Indeed, it is arguably this withdrawal from Project Zeus that results in Mark’s invocation of cancer in the presentation, as though the representation of disability is a requisite element of persuasive, normative narrative.  

Mark’s internal monologue further illustrates an important point about social encounters between disabled people and non-disabled people, the ‘normate's frequent assumption that a disability cancels out other qualities, reducing the complex person to a single attribute’ (Garland-Thomson, 1997: 12). Although Mark denies even noticing when asked about the tube (2009: 5), he is certainly preoccupied with this single attribute of Gerrard’s character. Accordingly, in an early encounter, far from listening to what Gerrard has to say, Mark thinks, ‘Tube up his nose, tube up his nose, he’s a man with a tube up his nose’ (2007: 2). In a subsequent episode, moreover, Mark says Gerrard’s name on answering his door but thinks, ‘Tube up his nose. The tube is back up his nose’ (2009: 5). Indeed, the refrain escapes the partial disguise of the internal monologue when Mark speaks at Gerrard’s funeral and reminds everyone of the ‘tube up the nose’ (2012: 1). Thus, even in death Gerrard’s character is displaced by a single attribute.  

Although obviously reductive, these recurrent references to the tube that monitors Gerrard’s stomach levels also key his character to the metannarative of disability – by which I mean they trigger in Mark a vast array of received notions about disability (Bolt, 2012). Most significantly, the references point to the pseudo science of eugenics that historically rendered disabled people a threat to normalcy if not humanity. This threat is implicit when a teambuilding initiative finds a group of JLB Credit colleagues socialising in a club, for a lapdancer approaches Gerrard and Mark thinks, ‘Oh my God, this is horrible. Aargh, she is touching the tube, that can’t be hygenic’ (2007: 2). This anxiety about sexual contact across the eugenic divide increases when Mark and Gerrard form the Dobby Club and thus become direct rivals. Mark considers himself in a ‘love contest with someone who’s one blocked sinus from intensive care’ and endeavours to find comfort in the normative assumption that Dobby is ‘not going to want to kiss around the mucus duct. Nice’ (2009: 5). This notion of asexuality appears elsewhere in Mark’s narrative, too, for he refers to the ‘fact’ of Big Suze’s beauty by saying, ‘A blind man could see that. But I’m not going to do anything. I’m just like a blind eunuch, looking at a painting’ (2005: 4).​[6]​ What is more, when unexpectedly making Mark a business proposition, Johnson says, ‘You’re like the fat girl who’s just been asked to the school disco’ (2009: 4). The received understanding is evidently that disability equates with asexuality.

As is so often the case in representations of disability, however, the manifest ascription of asexuality betrays a latent fear of sexuality if not hypersexuality, anxiety that is captured in Mark’s names for Gerrard: the ‘sickly prince’ (2010: 6) and the ‘sickly Casanova’ (2012: 1).​[7]​ Accordingly, at the start of his party, Mark says, ‘I need to make sure Gerrard gets incredibly fucked – booze, drugs, whatever – before Dobby arrives’ (2009: 5). Mark adds that this is just to be ‘on the safe side’ and Jeremy replies, ‘Chemical castration, classic’ (2009: 5). That is to say, resonant with numerous other references to history, Mark’s implicit invocations of negative eugenics are flagged up by Jeremy’s throw away comment.

Fundamental to negative eugenics, extermination constitutes the very nadir of the metanarrative of disability. Mark’s interests in history and World War II have evidently furnished him with the fact that in Nazi Germany disabled people were ‘evaluated for extermination’ in accordance with ‘Eugenic Atlantic thinking’ (Snyder and Mitchell, 2006: 122), as is illustrated when an unnamed character annoys him by taking the lift to ascend a single storey. On noticing that this man walks with a limp, Mark thinks, ‘People like him should wear stickers. They’ve got them for their cars. Oh yeah, great idea, Adolf’ (2003: 2). These reflections reveal awareness of the historical patterns of prejudicial behaviour, whereby ‘activity on one level makes transition to a more intense level easier’ (Allport, 1954: 15). Albeit implicitly, Mark proceeds to make this very transition in relation to Gerrard. In an early meeting, when accused of purposefully stepping on Gerrard’s foot, Mark responds by saying that he was careful to make it look like an accident (2007: 4). Mark goes on to confront Gerrard openly about Dobby and says, ‘It’s no dice for you and your sickly ways’ (2012: 1). Dobby is then deterred from responding to Gerrard’s telephone calls, the cries for help that prove critical when his compromised immune system is beaten by influenza. Mark quells his consequential feelings of guilt by contributing something to the cost of the funeral at which his mentor Johnson proclaims that the ‘weak must make way for the strong, evolution marches on’ (2012: 1). Thus, in keeping with the terrible rule that the narrative presence of disability tends to be something of a prelude to its absence, even Gerrard’s characterisation spans only twenty-four of the fifty-four episodes. In the terms of the fourfold schematic, more than reworking the characterisation, the story fixes the deviance by discarding the deviant character altogether. 


Conclusion: Stressing the satirical mode 

Theorists have long since argued that ‘humour helps define social boundaries, and can be used to push wrongdoers back in line’ (Mills, 2008: 62). Such boundaries often define disability in terms of Otherness that endorses the ideological stance of ableism. In Peep Show, the word choice of the protagonists is recurrently disablist and often invokes flash representations of disability that accord with the fleeting nature of the disabled characters. Disability, as asserted in the classic trilogy of literary disability studies (Davis, 1995; Garland-Thomson, 1997; Mitchell and Snyder, 2000), thereby serves in a representational enforcement of the normate subject position. After all, ranging from flash to fleeting, from a single word to a character that appears in fewer than half of the episodes, the representation is recurrent but unsustained. This being so, humour functions in the culture of bullying that defines social boundaries between non-disabled people and disabled people with preference afforded to the former. The salient point about Peep Show, however, is that it moves in a satirical mode, along the lines of irony, ridicule, and sarcasm. In so doing, it depicts ‘noticeably artificial codes whose meaning and power are merely a consequence of their recirculation within society’ (Mills, 2008: 63). This means that, via the use of internal monologue and point-of-view camera work discussed at the start of the article, Peep Show ‘manages to depict social convention as itself laughable, and forces the audience out of a 'privileged', unquestioning and unified position of superiority’ that is traditionally offered by sitcom (Mills, 2008: 63). In this mode, the issues explored in the classic trilogy of literary disability studies are displayed and thus raised, meaning that the humour functions to ridicule the enforcement of normalcy, rather than to target those who seem least likely to satisfy its criteria.

For all that, given Armstrong and Bain’s disablist word choices and uses of flash/fleeting representations, my conclusion that Peep Show is an outstanding sitcom that ridicules normality and thus indirectly challenges problematic social attitudes towards disability might seem rather amiss. After all, not even satire is necessarily unproblematic in its application of prejudicial discourse. Most famously, for instance, the satirical wit of Johnny Speight, writer of the classic sitcom Till Death Us Do Part, was lost on many viewers who unexpectedly agreed with the protagonist Alf Garnett’s intentionally racist and sexist rejection of liberalism (Bebber, 2014). This general consideration raises an apparent niggle attached to the counterpoint to which I must return. Irrespective of the satirical mode in which Peep Show moves, the racist word choices (and to a lesser extent the misogynist word choice) are pondered explicitly. In harsh contrast, although far more frequent, the disablist word choices are not pondered at all. It is fair to say that a sitcom as abundant with racist language as Peep Show is with disablist language would be deemed outdated rather than outstanding, that Till Death Us Do Part would not work today. This inconsistency seems to raise issues about the satirical mode, but in fact it reflects contemporary society quite accurately. In the United Kingdom, for example, disablist language remains commonplace in much social discourse. What this article demonstrates, therefore, is that if we resist the Derridean dissuasion mentioned in my opening paragraph, and approach sitcom not as watchers but as readers, Peep Show exposes something of how and why disability is casually invoked in the day-to-day business of normative aspiration. The secrets of this normality are overtly shared and marked out as disablist, deceitful, and ultimately pointless.    
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^1	  This discrepancy resonates with the Freudian defence mechanism of reaction-formation – whereby ‘unacceptable’ impulses are ‘mastered’ by exaggeration of the opposing tendencies (Rycroft, 1985: 136). In constructing its protagonists, Peep Show often juxtaposes uncomfortable memories of childhood with joyful assertions about adult relationships and social encounters.
^2	  Savantism is popularly associated with remarkable mathematical or memory skills that compensate for some form of cognitive impairment. The late-nineteenth-century term idiot savant is now outdated but ‘retains a certain popular usage, still turning up in magazine articles and on television’ (Murray, 1908: 66).
^3	  Indeed, Super Hans himself uses comparable language, for he describes taking drugs at his father’s funeral as ‘fucking mental’ (2008: 3) and, when trying to manage his addiction, asserts that he is ‘fucking mental for olives’ (2010: 3).
^4	  In 1988, for different generations, Barry Levinson’s film Rain Man served as both introduction to and explanation of autism (Murray, 2008).
^5	  This prosthetic application of blindness is echoed in the best man speech at Jeremy and Nancy’s wedding, which contains the line ‘Love is blind, that is not a joke about David Blunkett’ (2004: 6).
^6	  With reference to Jean-Jacques Beineix’s film Betty Blue, Mark says, ‘Great sex and suicide flick, turned a whole generation of men on to girls with mental illness’ (2004: 4). Implicit in this intertextual remark is the eugenic division between disabled and non-disabled people, as well as the suggestion that cultural representation can have a significant impact on society.
^7	  Related connotations of hypersexuality are attached to the scene in which April and Mark have sex in ‘the disabled loo’ (2015: 5).
